Sudden death in young soldiers. High incidence of syncope prior to death.
During the years 1974 to 1986, 44 young soldiers (mean age 21 +/- 3 years) died suddenly and unexpectedly in the Israel Defense Forces. Cardiac causes accounted for 54 percent of deaths; neurologic causes, 14 percent of deaths; other diseases, 9 percent; and in 23 percent, cause of death was unknown. Although most sudden deaths are considered unpredictable, preceding symptoms were reported in more than one half of the patients. We found that syncope had occurred in 23 percent of cases, chest pain in 11 percent, and febrile disease in 16 percent. Exercise-associated syncope occurred in 16 percent and exercise-associated death occurred in most (86 percent) of those cases. Diagnosis at the time of the preceding symptoms failed to predict the fatal diseases in most cases. Our report points out the high incidence of syncope prior death in young soldiers with sudden death. Although further prospective controlled studies are needed in order to confirm that impression, we suggest that the possibility of syncope followed by sudden death should be kept in mind while evaluating young patients presenting with exercise-associated syncope.